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John Jolly: 
The Grahamstown Bell Founder 
In 1959 Victor Sheppard wrote that 'news-
papers early in this century [reported that] "at 
Grahamstown, one John Jolly cast a set of bells 
for Basutoland ... and at Bloemfontein some 
bells were cast by Thos. Peacock" and there the 
trail faded.' (The Ringing World, p.173). 
For over a decade, as I have worked in and 
adjacent to Lesotho (the present name for 
Basutoland), I have looked for bells cast in 
Grahamstown, although I had forgotten the 
name of the founder. Imagine my delight early 
in January this year when, in Barkly East (a 
market town in the mountains near Lesotho), 
Neville Cretchly told me that he had a bell on 
his farm that he had obtained from Leloaleng 
Mission Station in the Quthing area of Lesotho. 
According to Neville, Leloaleng was a French 
Protestant Mission station. Without any 
prompting Neville said that the bell had been 
made by J. Jolly of Grahamstown. 
Next day I had tea in the beautiful garden of 
the Cretchleys' farm, Kenmure, in the New 
England area near Barkly East. There, in an 
ornamental archway, hung the bell, cracked and 
disfigured. 
Neville's wife, Diana, told me that they had 
tried to get the bell welded, and that the 
welder had used an angle grinder on it. As a 
result, although the bell was somewhat 
polished, there was no trace of the original 
inscription. Not surprisingly, the welding was 
a failure! 
The Cretchley's bell is 14¾" in diameter at 
the mouth and there are faint remains of double 
moulding wires above the soundbow. There is a 
cast-in crown staple and the bell has a high 
curved crown. Rising from the crown is a boss, 
about 3" high, through which a hole has been 
drilled. The bell is fixed to its headstock by a 
bolt through the headstock and crown boss. The 
clapper no longer exists. 
John Jolly was born in Chepstow, 
Monmouthshire, in 1835, the son of Thomas 
and Ann Jolly. At present it is not known when 
he emigrated to South Africa. The Eastern 
Province Year-Book and Commercial Directory 
for 1883 lists him as an iron and brass founder 
of Dundas Street, Grahamstown. Dundas Street 
runs along the valley floor south east of the 
Cathedral, parallel to the little stream that drains 
from the Grey Dam area of Mountain Drive. In 
the late 19th century this was the industrial 
centre of Grahamstown and a sheet metal 
works, and an agricultural provider occupying 
premises that used to be a grain mill, still exist 
in the vicinity. 
Jolly's advertisement in 1880 in the 
Commercial Directory, Eastern Province of the 
Cape of Good Hope, indicates that he traded as 
the Albany Iron and Brass Foundry. 'This old-
established Foundry is one of the most complete 
in the colony ... Any description of Work done in 
Cast or Wrought Iron, Steel, Brass, Bell Metal, 
ec., ec.' The only other foundry in the east of the 
Colony to advertise in that year was Johnston 
Brothers of Port Elizabeth: 'Millwrights, 
engineers, brass and iron founders', so Jolly was 
probably the only founder who worked in bell-
metal in the Eastern Province of the Colony of 
the Cape of Good Hope. 
Another advertisement in the Commercial 
Directory of 1880 was by D. Demitrowitz of 
Beaufort Street in Grahamstown. This is the 
next street that parallels Dundas Street to the 
south-east. Demitrowitz boasted that he 
undertook 'BELL HANGING' as well as many  
other jobs, including 'Surgical instruments, 
razors, and scissors sharpened and polished'. 
Obviously, with both Jolly and Demitrowitz in 
town, there should have been little trouble in 
casting and hanging bells! There were also 
many ox-wagon carriers in and around 
Grahamstown, so transporting bells would not 
have been a major problem: they carried much 
of the machinery for the diamond fields and 
early gold mines all the way from the coast to 
the interior, as to Kimberley and, later, 
Johannesburg. 
Jolly is remembered in Grahamstown today 
for the impressive iron gates of the City Hall, 
which he made: his name remains on a metal 
plate on one of the gates. When he died, on 26th 
December 1898, he was 63 years old, retired 
and living in Bartholomew Street, only a few 
hundred yards from his former foundry. He left 
a widow, Emma, three sons and a daughter. He 
was buried in the Methodist portion of the 
cemetery in Grahamstown, which suggests that 
he was a Wesleyan and probably worshipped at 
Commemoration Methodist Church, near the 
Cathedral. 
The brief obituary published in Grocott's 
Penny Mail on 27th December 1898 describes 
Jolly as 'an old and highly respected resident of 
Grahamstown ... head of the flourishing iron and 
brass foundry which bore his name'. John Jolly 
was a member of the Grahamstown Volunteer 
Horse Artillery, rising to the rank of Sargeant. 
'He was an upright and honest man, true and just 
in all his dealings, and his word was his bond.' 
Jolly lived in Grahamstown at a time when 
that city flourished, before wealth passed to the 
regions of the diamond and gold fields. In the 
1870s and 1880s Grahamstown was a boom 
town. The tower and spire of the cathedral was 
built in the 1870s and a ring of eight bells, cast 
in London by John Warner and Sons, was 
installed. In the 1880s the Blaaw Krantz 
Railway Viaduct was built on the line linking 
Grahamstown to its port at Port Alfred: 'The 
Grandest Piece of Engineering Skill ever 
attempted in South Africa.' (The viaduct 
partially collapsed in 1911 as a mixed good and 
passenger train passed over it, with loss of life!) 
Almost everything seemed possible in those 
exciting years, so it is little surprise that John 
Jolly was prepared even to cast bells. 
But where did Jolly learn bell founding? 
Chepstow was the home of the famous Evans 
family, bell founders from 1686 until 1767 or 
thereabouts. Although Jolly was born in that 
town, the Evans foundry had ceased production 
at least 60 years previously. Nevertheless, in 
Bristol, with which Chepstow was then 
connected by regular railings, bells were being 
cast when Jolly was a youth. Did he learn bell 
founding there? Or did Jolly just chance his arm 
and cast a few bells as and when opportunity 
arose? Perhaps we shall never know. Never-
theless the presence of the cracked bell at the 
Cretchly's farm near Barkly East is proof that 
bells were cast in Grahamstown by John Jolly 
and his Albany Iron and Brass Foundry. 
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Grahamstown 
Editorial 
There may be worries expressed from time 
to time about the greying age profile of the 
Exercise. However, as we can see from 
reports in this edition there are keen young 
ringers around and many of them are 
making spectacular progress. 
Congratulations to Kelly Salter on 
conducting her first (handbell) peal at the age 
of fifteen and also to nine year olds Kristian 
Scudamore and Ben Young (p.795) on 
ringing their first peals. Daniel Rogers has 
conducted his first quarter peal at the ripe 
old age of ten (p.802). Well done all! 
Master Stephen Pettman and the Suffolk 
Guild are also to be congratulated this week 
on the Guild's Golden Jubilee Quarter Peal 
Project (see p .803). It was no mean feat to 
organise and ring quarter peals in nearly all 
towers in the county. 
May I take this opportunity to remind 
those submitting quarter peal and peal 
reports electronically that the amount of the 
associated donation, if any, should be 
included as part of the report — otherwise it 
cannot he printed. The RW website 
submission forms are being amended to 
include a separate 'box' for donation details 
to be given, but it is currently possible to 
record this information as part of the 
footnote. So when the question is asked from 
time to time 'how do I make a donation when 
sending in a ringing report electronically?' 
the answer is send in the report by web form 
or email (remembering to include the amount 
of the donation) and then post us a cheque for 
that amount. We do not have the resources to 
reconcile reports with cheques — the figure 
quoted in the report is taken on trust. 
I shall be away on holiday from 5-16 
August and former Editor, David Thorne, 
has very kindly agreed to step in to wield the 
blue pencil in my absence. Hopefully he will 
enjoy his spell 'back at the helm' in our new 
Andover office. 
First Peal Congratulations 
Peter Jasper, Kelly Salter (aged 15), Kristian 
D. Scudamore (aged 9), Will Watt, Benjamin T. 
Young (aged 9). 
New York Gift Bell 
Our back page report last week about the 
Whitechapel bell being cast for New York stated 
that it would be housed at Holy Trinity, Wall 
Street. In fact the church is known simply as 
Trinity Church, Wall Street. Alan Hughes also 
tells us that the American Ambassador was a 
welcome extra guest at the casting last Friday. 
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